
The National Flood 
Insurance Program:
Basic Elements and  

Requirements



Abbreviations
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• FEMA Federal Emergency Management Agency

•NFIP National Flood Insurance Program

• FIRM Flood Insurance Rate Map

• FIS Flood Insurance Study

• SFHA Special Flood Hazard Area

•BFE Base Flood Elevation

• FPO Flood Plain Ordinance



The Definition of “Flood”
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A general and temporary condition of partial or 

complete inundation of two or more acres of normally 

dry land area or of two or more properties from 

overflow of inland or tidal waters, from unusual and 

rapid accumulation or runoff of surface waters from any 

source, or from mudflow. 



National Flood Insurance Program (NFIP)
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Mission of the NFIP

• To educate American property owners 
about the risk of flood

• To provide flood insurance, generally 
unavailable in the private insurance market

• To accelerate recovery from flood damage

• To reduce future flood losses through local 
floodplain regulation

• To reduce the personal and national costs 
of disaster

Created by Congress in 1968 as a way of reducing the financial and human toll of flooding 
disasters on the nation



Significant Milestones
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• 1965 – Hurricane Betsey

• 1968 – National Flood Insurance Act

• 1972 – Tropical Storm Agnes

• 1973 – Flood Disaster Protection Act of 1973 – mandatory purchase

• 1979 – FEMA created – NFIP moved

• 1988 – Stafford Act

• 1994 – National Flood Insurance Reform Act – creates Flood Mitigation Assistance grants, codifies 
mandatory purchase, lender penalties established

• 2003 -- DHS created, FloodSmart program, Hurricane Isabel

• 2004 – FIRA 2004 (BBB Act) – Reformed claims process, plain language mailings, appeals process, 
Florida hurricanes

• 2005 – Katrina, Rita, Wilma – long term debt

• 2012 – Biggert-Waters Flood Insurance Reform Act, Hurricane Sandy

• 2014 – Homeowner Flood Insurance Affordability Act of 2014



NFIP
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The NFIP is a voluntary Federal program enabling property owners in participating communities to 
purchase insurance against flood losses in exchange for adopting and enforcing regulations that 
reduce future flood damages.  A participating community’s floodplain management regulations, must 
meet or exceed the NFIP minimum requirements.

Insurance Flood Insurance
Rate Maps

Building codes 
and regulations

Flood grants

Community 
Rating System



The NFIP is a Voluntary Program
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• Voluntary contract between FEMA and the local government 

• Locality complies with 44 CFR 60.3 by adopting a FPO that 
meets or exceeds the minimum requirements and 
implementing proper floodplain management

• FEMA provides the flood insurance rate maps (FIRMs) and 
authorizes the sale of flood insurance in the community



The NFIP in Virginia
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• There is no state-level floodplain regulation. Executive Memo 
2-97 requires state projects in the SFHA to comply with the 
local floodplain ordinance.

• Currently, 290 Virginia communities participate in the NFIP.

• DCR is charged by the General Assembly to be the liaison 
between FEMA and communities.

• DCR assists communities with their floodplain ordinances and 
maps, and provides floodplain workshops and guidance.



Mapping
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• FEMA identifies flood hazards from rivers, coasts, ponding, 
lakes, etc., through scientific and engineering methods. 
Computer models consider the size of the watershed, 
roughness coefficient, etc.

• FEMA maps those hazards on a Flood Insurance Rate Map 
(FIRM).

• The FIRM is used for floodplain management, flood insurance, 
and to help communicate flood risk to communities and the 
public.



What is a Special Flood Hazard Area (SFHA)?
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• Backbone of NFIP

• Shaded area on the Flood Insurance Rate Map

• High risk area – vs – moderate to low risk area

• 1% chance of being equaled or exceeded in any 
given year. Also referred to as 100-year floodplain.

• Zoning and building code requirements are tied to 
mapped flood hazards.

• Elevation of 1% chance flood is the Base Flood 
Elevation (BFE).

• 26% chance of this level of flooding over a 30-year 
period.





12



13



On-Line Flood Maps

• Virginia Flood Risk Information System (VFRIS)
• http://www.dcr.virginia.gov/dam-safety-and-floodplains/fpvfris

• FIRM map data on the National Flood Hazard Layer (NFHL)
• ArcGIS Online:  http://fema.maps.arcgis.com

• Google Earth:  https://hazards.fema.gov/femaportal/kmz/FEMA_NFHL_v3.0.kmz

• FEMA’s map service center (MSC) – regulatory products
• http://msc.fema.gov

• FIS Reports

• FIRM Panels (PDF)

• DFIRM Databases (NFHL extract with latest LOMCs)

• Letters of Map Revision

• Letters of Map Amendment

• Preliminary FIS Reports, DFIRM Databases

http://www.dcr.virginia.gov/dam-safety-and-floodplains/fpvfris
http://fema.maps.arcgis.com/
https://hazards.fema.gov/femaportal/kmz/FEMA_NFHL_v3.0.kmz/
http://msc.fema.gov/


Floodplain Management
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Shared Flood Risk Management
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Ordinance Adoption
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• Once FEMA provides a community with the flood hazard information upon 
which floodplain management regulations are based (most commonly the 
FIRM and FIS), the community is required to adopt a floodplain management 
ordinance that meets or exceeds the minimum NFIP requirements.  

• FEMA can suspend communities from the program for failure to adopt or for 
failure to maintain and enforce a floodplain management ordinance that 
meets or exceeds the minimum requirements of the NFIP. Suspension 
cancels NFIP policies and affects disaster funding.

• A community is any political subdivision that has the authority to adopt and 
enforce a floodplain management ordinance (city, town, county).



Minimum Floodplain Management 
Requirements
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• The minimum floodplain management requirements that 
a community must adopt depends on the flood risk data 
that the community has been provided by FEMA.

• NFIP communities are required to review, assess, and 
document (permit) ALL development in SFHAs.  

• “Development” is defined as:
“any man-made change to improved or unimproved 
real estate, including but not limited to buildings or 
other structures, mining, dredging, filling, grading, 
paving, excavation or drilling operations or storage of 
equipment or materials.”



Buildings in the SFHA
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• Buildings have two or more walls and a roof

• Categories in the NFIP: residential and non-residential
• Residential must be elevated to or above the BFE, and the 

space below the first floor (building access, parking, limited 
storage) can be wet-floodproofed.

• Non-residential and accessory structures > 600 square feet 
must be elevated or dry-floodproofed.

• Accessory structures no more than 600 square feet may be 
wet-floodproofed.



Permitting
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• Before any kind of development in the SFHA is allowed, the project must be 
reviewed by the local floodplain administrator to determine and document the 
effect the project has on the SFHA.

• Development review is required not only for building construction, but for all 
development. This includes (but is not limited to):
• Paving
• Dredging
• Grading
• Storage
• Accessory structures
• Temporary structures or storage

• Federal, state, and local government agencies must comply with the floodplain 
ordinance of the locality in which they are working, and they must also have their 
projects reviewed by the local floodplain administrator.



Virginia DCR Floodplain Contacts
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• Charley Banks, CFM

Floodplain Program Manager

804-371-6135, charley.banks@dcr.virginia.gov

• Gina DiCicco, AICP, CFM

Floodplain Planner

804-786-6523, gina.dicicco@dcr.virginia.gov 

• Kristin Owen, AICP, CFM

Floodplain Planner

804-786-2886, kristin.owen@dcr.virginia.gov


